GOETHE   AS   LYRIC   POET
work, even very late; but at the same time his total message or
effect is either non-romantic or more than romantic. After a re-
splendent contribution to the romanticism dominated by Rousseau
and Herder, Goethe drew away from it; and he did so before the
philosophies of Fichte and Schopenhauer had developed its inexor-
able logic and made it sophisticated, providing the background
for many disunities of the nineteenth century. Wrenching himself
away from a too narrow "inner life", he secured for himself a
knowledge of nature and of man, as well as of himself; knowledge
of the complex moral relations of society as well as of his own
feelings. He found a philosophy, a practical wisdom, a way of liv-
ing, which was not dogmatic or codified, but on the other hand
was not inconsistent, or unstable, or straggling and diffuse. But he
secured it as a personal achievement curiously outside society and
the general drift of ideas amongst contemporaries and immediate
successors. This possibly accounts in part for his notorious Olymp-
ian isolation and for his remoteness in our own time, for our diffi-
culty in finding live nerves in our relationship to his work. On the
one hand his early poetry appears too simple to command in-
timacy from readers who have assimilated the elaborate and cun-
ning introversion of later poets, so much more seductive, from
Novalis to Rilke; on the other hand we do not find ourselves
altogether at ease in the translucent atmosphere of the middle and
later works, which with their moral certainty and tranquillity, and
their remarkable range of poetic expression, are too triumphant
for our helplessness. If it is true that we are shut off from intimacy,
without the impulse to reach for Goethe's poems not as students
of poetry but as people seeking the vision that gives meaning to
our circumstances, we can perhaps approach the Olympian by
affecting the Olympian attitude. We can as historians try to re-
capture the freshness and splendour of Goethe's early poetry in
relation to the new romantic spirit moving in Europe at that time;
and then detach ourselves, as Goethe did, from the romantic tradi-
tion and try to appreciate his middle and later work as the record
of a mind that expanded and deepened as it added to its romanti-
cism a more adequate view of reality,
The first poems to show Goethe's exceptional genius were the
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